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Adding  E-commerce  to  Your  Agri-business 

The  purpose  of  this  factsheet  series  is  to  help  producers  and  processors  understand  the  key  elements  needed  to 
manage  a business.  The  factsheets  also  discuss  some  of  the  essential  components  used  to  develop  a business 
plan  and  assess  the  profitability  of  a business  venture. 


Jf  you  own  an  agri-business  or  are  planning  to  start 
a new  agri-business  you  may  be  wondering  about 
e-commerce.  It  could  offer  a new  channel  to  sell 
your  agricultural  products  or  services.  Here  are 
some  common  questions  agri-preneurs  ask: 

• How  could  I add  e-commerce  to  my  Farmer's  Market 
business? 

• I am  planning  to  start  a specialty  sausage  business. 
Should  I set  my  new  business  up  to  sell  my  sausages 
over  the  internet? 

• I wonder  if  I should  use  the  internet  to  buy  supplies 
and  services  for  my  greenhouse/garden  shop? 

• My  competitors  offer  web-based  sales  or  information. 
Should  I? 

If  you  have  questions  similar  to  the  ones  above  you 
should  investigate  e-commerce.  There  are  many  factors 
to  consider  before  you  make  a fundamental  business 
decision.  This  factsheet  will  help  you: 

• understand  the  steps  in  an  e-commerce  transaction 
• know  the  advantages  and  disadvantages  of 
e-commerce 

• consider  the  various  e-commerce  markets 
• identify  e-commerce  target  customer  profiles 
• understand  the  start-up  issues  involved  in  an 
e-commerce  business 

• predict  the  operations  schedule  needed  to  ensure 
your  business  runs  smoothly 


• plan  for  regular,  ongoing  maintenance  typical  for 
e-commerce  businesses 

Frequently  asked  questions 
about  e-commerce 


What  is  e-commerce? 

E-commerce  is  a new  marketing  technique  that  uses  the 
internet  or  a digital  communication  system  to  market 
goods  and  services  around  the  world.  An  e-commerce 
business  typically  uses  a website  on  the  internet.  A well 
designed  e-commerce  website  appeals  to  consumers, 
provides  information  about  a company's  products  and 
services,  encourages  visitors  to  make  purchases  and 
includes  a system  to  process  customer  orders  and 
payment.  To  compensate  for  the  loss  of  the  face-to-face 
contact  of  traditional  retail  systems,  an  e-commerce 
business  must  also  include  a method  for  dealing  with 
customer  questions  and  problems. 

Is  e-commerce  growing? 

Business  analysts  project  rapid  growth  during  the  next 
few  years  for  all  forms  of  e-commerce,  including 
business-to-business  (B2B),  business-to-consumer  (B2C), 
and  consumer-to-consumer  (C2C).  The  Gartner  Group 
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projects  that  by  2004,  B2B  sales  will  be  $7.3  trillion,  or 
6.9  per  cent  of  total  sales.  B2C  sales  are  predicted  to  be 
$730  million. 

What  happens  during  an  e-commerce 
transaction? 

Let7 s look  at  the  steps  required  for  customer  Jill  to  buy 
an  agricultural  product  or  service  from  your  website. 
Heirloom  Tomatoes. 

Step  one:  Jill  finds  your  website 

You  need  to  set  up  a website  that  is  easy  for  customers  to 
locate  on  the  internet  and  easy  to  navigate  so  they  can 
find  what  they  are  looking  for.  To  make  an  informed 
purchase  decision,  customers  want  to  find  out  about  the 
products  you  carry.  They  need  details  about  quality,  size, 
shape  and  uses. 

Step  two:  Jill  decides  to  buy  your  tomatoes 
and  places  an  order 

She  uses  an  on-line  order  form  that  records  the  items 
requested.  It  also  gathers  customer  information  such  as 
their  name  and  address.  Due  to  the  size  of  their 
operations  or  cost,  not  all  websites  can  offer  on-line 
purchase  technology.  Other  options  for  taking  orders 
include  toll-free  telephone  ordering,  print-and-mail 
Ordering  and  e-mail  ordering.  If  you  have  on-line 
ordering,  the  processing  software  calculates  the  order 
totals,  including  taxes  and  shipping  costs.  It  will  also 
handle  the  collection  of  the  consumer's  address,  product 
shipping  requirements  and  payment  details  such  as 
credit  card  number  and  expiry  date.  Recent  research 
indicates  that  consumers  are  still  reluctant  to  provide 
personal  financial  information,  such  as  credit  card 
numbers,  on-line.  To  encourage  customer  orders  you 
need  to  make  this  section  secure.  Inform  the  customer 
about  your  security  measures  and  provide  alternative 
ways  to  order.  This  allows  clients  to  develop  trust  in  you 
and  your  system. 

Step  three:  Payment  processing  software 
encrypts  the  order  and  verifies  payment 

Encryption  means  changing  private  information,  order 
contents  and  credit  card  numbers  into  a form  that 
cannot  be  deciphered  except  by  those  involved  with  the 
transaction.  The  software  may  also  check  with  the  credit 
card  company  to  verify  that  the  card  number  is  okay  and 
the  order  total  is  within  the  cardholder's  limit. 


Step  four:  The  credit  card  company  accepts 
the  transaction 

Once  the  credit  card  company  has  authorized  Jill's 
payment,  it  sends  a message  to  both  Jill  and  your  agri- 
business. You  then  fill  the  order  and  ship  the  products  to 
Jill. 

What  are  the  advantages  of  e-commerce? 

• Brochures  and  an  on-line  catalogues  are  convenient 
methods  to  discover  new  products  and  services. 

• Consumers  are  able  to  do  quick  and  more  complete 
price  comparisons  between  similar  products  and 
services.  New  internet  services  are  offering 
automated  price  shopping  and  comparisons. 

• Internet  stores  are  accessible  24-hours  a day  for  your 
shopping  convenience. 

• E-commerce  makes  it  easier  to  continually  assess 
competitive  advantage. 

• Some  products  and  services  are  better  suited  to 
e-commerce.  These  include  travel,  cameras,  toys, 
music,  calculators,  puzzles,  bicycle  parts  and  hobby 
supplies.  Products  that  fit  best  are  those  that  require  a 
large  selection,  yet  do  not  require  personal  selection 
by  the  buyer. 

What  are  the  disadvantages  of  e-commerce? 

• Nobody  really  knows  how  many  consumers  and 
businesses  will  switch  over  to  e-commerce  and 
continue  to  use  it. 

• Some  products  and  services  are  less  suited  to 
e-commerce.  These  include  shoes,  fashion  accessories 
and  some  home  design  items.  Anything  requiring 
individual  selection  or  fitting  is  questionable. 

• The  rules  of  how  to  successfully  do  e-commerce 
retailing  are  still  being  written.  This  makes  it  more 
difficult  to  know  how  to  set-up  your  agri-business. 

• The  cost  to  set-up  and  maintain  a website  can  be 
significant,  particularly  if  you  need  to  outsource  a lot 
of  the  technical  skills  to  professionals. 

• You  need  sales  to  survive.  Consumers  may  do  plenty 
of  browsing  on  your  website,  but  may  not  make  a 
purchase,  or  purchase  the  same  or  similar  item 
elsewhere. 

How  could  I use  e-commerce? 

There  are  two  ways  e-commerce  can  help  your  business. 
First,  it  can  create  a new  market  for  products  and 
services.  Second,  it  can  provide  another  medium  in 
which  you  can  do  market  research  and  find  out  about 
your  competition. 


Market  products  and  services 

There  are  three  types  of  e-commerce  models: 

Business-to-business  (B2B) 

A business  that  sells  products  or  services  to  other 
businesses  over  the  internet  or  another  electronic 
communication  system  is  using  a business-to-business 
(B2B)  e-commerce  model. 

Example:  Leroy  was  tired  of  the  inefficiency  of  cattle 
auctions  so  he  set  up  a cattle-trading  website.  The 
website  offers  cattle  buyers  and  sellers  a daily, 
interactive  and  real-time  electronic  livestock  auction. 
Customers  like  the  selection  of  cattle  offered  and  savings 
associated  with  shipping  animals  directly  from  the  seller 
to  the  buyer. 

Another  way  to  use  B2B  e-commerce  is  to  purchase  your 
agri-business  inputs  and  supplies  on  the  internet. 
Business  to  business  e-commerce  is  the  fastest  growing 
segment  in  the  marketplace. 

Example:  Claudette  runs  a successful  food  preservation 
business  with  broad  product  lines  of  jams  and  sauces. 
She  surfed  the  web  and  discovered  an  excellent  supplier 
of  fancy  glass  jars  at  a great  price.  The  trouble  was  the 
supplier  wanted  to  sell  the  jars  by  the  pallet.  Claudette 
sifted  through  her  Rolodex  and  e-mailed  six  other  food 
preservers  to  see  if  they  would  agree  to  set  up  a 
purchase  arrangement.  A purchase  arrangement 
allowed  all  of  these  business  owners  to  access  better 
quality  containers  at  an  attractive  or  lower  price. 

Business-  to-consumer  (B2C) 

When  your  business  sells  products  or  services  to 
consumers  on  the  internet  it  is  called  business-to- 
consumer  (B2C)  e-commerce. 

Example:  Don  and  Glenda  have  operated  a successful 
specialty  food  shop  for  years.  Last  year  they  decided  to 
set  up  a website  to  help  current  customers  and  to  attract 
new  customers. 

Consumer-to-Consumer  (C2C) 

When  consumers  sell  to  consumers  over  the  internet 
you  get  the  third  type  of  e-commerce,  consumer-to- 
consumer  (C2C).  On-line  auctions  of  household  goods 
and  equipment  are  the  most  common  type  of  C2C 
e-commerce. 

Example:  Internet  ventures  such  as  E-Bay  are  based  on 
C2C  e-commerce. 


Market  research 

E-commerce  offers  another  source  of  market  research 
information.  Market  research  can  help  you  understand 
the  market(s)  you  operate  in  or  the  markets  that  can 
directly  affect  your  business. 

Use  the  internet  to  scan  competitor's  websites.  Take  note 
of  the  website  design  and  marketing  techniques  used.  In 
a couple  of  hours  on  the  internet  you  may  discover 
other  e-commerce  products  and  services  »hat  are  similar 
to  your  own.  You  can  find  out  what  products  are 
available  and  what  is  being  charged.  Monitoring  e- 
commerce  sites  over  time  may  also  provide  you  with 
new  ideas  for  improving  or  expanding  your  business. 

If  you  want  to  trade  your  commodities  on  the  world 
market,  you  can  use  the  internet  to  learn  about  the  ins 
and  outs  of  exporting.  Some  government  sponsored 
websites  also  list  statistics  and  maintain  opportunity 
lists. 

Balancing  the  e-commerce 
customer  profile  with  your  target 
customer 


As  with  any  business,  before  you  start  on  an  e-commerce 
business  you  need  to  understand  the  market  and 
identify  a target  customer.  A target  customer  is  the 
person  who  buys  your  product  and  is  likely  to  make 
repeat  purchases.  You  must  understand  where  the 
customer  lives,  their  age,  education,  family  size, 
spending  patterns,  leisure  habits  and  needs.  To  prepare 
a target  customer  profile,  you  need  to  include  as  much 
detail  as  you  can.  Market  research  helps  you  fully  define 
target  customer  characteristics. 

There  are  many  ways  to  sell  your  products  or  services  to 
target  customers.  Before  you  make  your  choice(s)  it  is 
important  that  you  take  the  extra  step  of  researching 
what  type  of  customer  prefers  a certain  type  of  market 
channel,  such  as  e-commerce.  Think  about  the  following 
e-commerce  customer  characteristics  as  they  relate  to  the 
products  and  services  you  plan  to  market. 

Time  pressed 

Busy  people  want  to  reduce  the  hassles  and  extra  time 
spent  visiting  several  retail  operations.  From  the  buyer's 
perspective,  the  internet  offers  a quick  way  to  scan 
products,  services  and  prices.  It  also  allows  the  buyer  to 
browse  when  they  have  a free  moment,  not  just  when 
the  store  is  open. 


Does  your  target  customer  want  a fast  or  more  timely, 
purchase  experience? 

Comfortable  with  wireless  equipment 

Wireless  technology  is  already  available  in  various 
forms.  It  ranges  from  expanded  cellular  telephones  to 
personal  digital  assistants  (PDA).  The  use  of  this 
technology  is  likely  to  grow  rapidly. 

Is  your  target  customer  a wireless  equipment  user? 

Demands  high-speed  technology 

E-commerce  shoppers  want  hassle-free  internet 
connections  that  allow  for  quick  and  easy  access  to  their 
favourite  sites. 

What  type  of  personal  computer  hook-up  does  your 
target  customer  have? 

Seeks  convenience 

The  e-commerce  user  wants  shopping  convenience  to 
complement  their  busy  lives  and  careers.  The  user  wants 
24-hour  access  to  goods  and  services  through  easy-to- 
use  websites. 

Is  the  ability  to  order  and  pay  for  goods  and  services  at 
any  time  of  the  day  important  to  your  customer? 

Demands  excellent  service 

E-commerce  shoppers  want  their  products  shipped  on 
time,  inquiries  handled  completely  and  promptly,  and 
returns  dealt  with  efficiently. 

How  important  is  excellent  service  to  your  target 
customer? 

Searches  for  the  lowest  price 

Many  e-commerce  buyers  are  attracted  to  the  internet 
because  of  its  price  hunting  services  which  allow  the 
user  to  find  the  lowest  price.  These  buyers  offer  little 
loyalty  to  sellers  as  they  can  move  their  purchasing 
across  the  city  or  across  the  globe  with  just  a mouse- 
click. 

Are  you  prepared  to  compete  on  a lowest  price  basis 
alone? 


E-commerce  business  issues 


As  you  consider  an  e-commerce  agri-business,  it  is 
worthwhile  to  look  into  the  future.  You  need  to  consider 
the  start-up  operations  and  maintenance  issues  of  your 
planned  e-commerce  business.  Below  are  some  things  to 
think  about  for  your  enterprise. 

Stage  one:  Start-up 

Marketing 

There  are  several  marketing  activities  you  can  do  to  kick- 
start  your  e-business.  Develop  a tailored  website  that 
attracts  your  target  customer  group.  Design  a marketing 
program  that  builds  awareness  of  your  product,  its 
strengths  and  how  easy  it  is  to  purchase  through  your 
website.  To  get  the  most  from  your  advertising  dollars 
consider  extra  services,  unique  agri-products,  catchy 
slogans  and  logos. 

A website  can  only  be  successful  if  it  has  users.  To  ensure 
people  find  out  about  your  website,  register  your  site 
with  as  many  search  engines  as  possible.  Some  common 
search  engines  include  Yahoo,  Hotbot,  Lycos  and 
Google.  Your  website  designer  can  incorporate  key 
words  to  increase  the  number  of  times  your  site  is 
identified.  Consider  advertising  your  e-commerce 
website  through  other  marketing  channels  such  as  the 
newspaper  and  radio. 

If  you  currently  have  a retail  operation  for  your  agri- 
business and  are  considering  expanding  to  include 
e-commerce,  you  are  developing  a "clicks  and  mortar" 
enterprise.  Capitalize  and  build  on  established 
relationships  with  customers,  suppliers  and  distribution 
networks.  Consider  modifying  your  existing  marketing 
activities  such  as  bags  and  product  brochures  to  include 
your  website  address  or  discounts  for  using  the  site. 

Customer  inquiries 

The  face-to-face  interaction  used  in  retail  to  close  a sale 
isn't  easy  to  duplicate  on  a website.  Customer  questions 
about  your  products  and  services  need  to  be  handled 
efficiently  through  a combination  of  the  site  itself,  e-mail 
and  toll-free  customer  telephone  lines.  Remember  to 
plan  for  follow-up  customer  inquiries  from  people  who 
have  received  flawed  goods  or  incorrect  orders.  (For 
more  information  on  customer  service  see  page  7.) 


Storefront  vs.  website  costs 

In  the  new  "e"  jargon,  retail  businesses  with  a physical 
space  are  called  bricks  and  mortar  (BAM).  An 
e-commerce  business,  with  no  BAM,  will  have  lower 
costs  for  retail  space  and  decorations.  Depending  on  the 
agri-business,  it  may  also  have  lower  staffing  costs. 
However,  a pure  e-commerce  business  will  have 
additional  costs  for  delivery,  warehousing  and  record 
keeping.  Plan  for  on-line  sales  staff  costs.  There  are  also 
costs  associated  with  setting  up  and  maintaining  a 
website.  Check  out  the  costs  for  site  maintenance,  web 
layout  and  design,  and  computer/network  support.  The 
cost  of  having  a website  will  be  higher  if  you  purchase 
your  own  computer  equipment  to  operate  as  a web 
server.  This  might  be  done  for  security  reasons  or  as  a 
matter  of  control. 

Use  of  an  intermediary 

New  markets  can  change  the  way  things  operate.  An 
e-commerce  agri-business  makes  the  use  of  an 
intermediary  an  option  rather  than  a requirement. 
Eliminating  the  middlemen  like  wholesalers,  distributors 
and  brokers  from  your  business  plan  may  save  you 
money,  but  you  will  need  to  spend  more  time  on  tasks 
like  direct  marketing,  sales  contacts,  order  taking,  order 
delivery  and  billing.  There  are  firms  that  will  deliver 
your  orders  and  set  up  your  business  to  take  orders  and 
do  billing  electronically. 

Depending  upon  the  type  of  products  you  plan  to  sell, 
you  still  may  need  an  intermediary  to  access  distant  or 
foreign  markets.  For  example,  food  processors  who  wish 
to  enter  export  markets  may  still  need  someone  who 
understands  a particular  culture  and  can  handle  the 
legal  and  trade  requirements. 

Website  set-up 

If  you  decide  to  sell  over  the  internet  you  need  a 
website.  There  are  two  ways  you  can  operate  a website: 

Run  your  own  website 

To  set  up  your  own  website  you  need  to  plan  what  you 
want  the  site  to  do.  Do  you  want  to  create  an  awareness 
of  your  products  and  services?  Do  you  want  to  sell 
products  on  the  website?  Do  you  need  to  reinforce 
repeat  purchases? 

The  internet  is  one  way  to  learn  about  various  website 
options.  You  can  also  get  ideas  for  website  design  and 
marketing  programs.  Use  this  information  to  design  a 
draft  website  plan.  You  may  want  to  check  your  website 
plan  with  some  fee-based  website  designers.  Another 
idea  is  to  talk  to  experienced  e-commerce  agri-preneurs. 
Ask  them  it  they  know  of  any  free  websites  with  good 
advice. 


Before  you  buy  software  to  design  your  website,  do 
some  research.  Website  software  comes  in  various  levels 
of  difficulty.  The  more  complex  software  gives  you  more 
flexibility  and  can  produce  more  attractive  websites,  but 
it  also  demands  more  expertise  from  the  site  manager. 
Make  sure  that  the  software  you  select  can  work  with  all 
types  of  browsers.  If  you  are  designing  your  own,  it  will 
probably  be  a very  basic  site,  without  complex  databases. 
Owning  excellent  software  will  not  guarantee  an 
excellent  website.  Knowledge,  experience,  and  good 
taste  are  human  factors  that  influence  the  quality  and 
effectiveness  of  a website. 

The  name  of  your  website  must  be  unique,  because  the 
name  is  the  address.  To  make  sure  the  name  of  your  site 
does  not  duplicate  an  existing  website,  you  can  check 
your  proposed  name  with  domain  registration  firms 
such  as  Network  Solutions  (networksolutions.com). 
Other  registration  websites  are  listed  below.  You  also 
need  to  register  your  website  name  with  the  Canadian 
Internet  Registration  Authority  (CIRA).  Its  web  address 
is  http://www.cira.ca/.  This  agency  is  responsible  for  the 
registration  of  all  websites  using  the  .ca  and.  ab.ca 
internet  country  codes. 

To  learn  more  about  website  registration  for  .com 
addresses,  go  to: 

• RSH  Web  Services  at  http://domain.rshweb.com 

• Register  .com  at  http://www.register.com 
Example:  When  Jim  and  Laura  decided  to  set-up  a 
website  for  their  specialty  seeds  and  grain  business  they 
talked  to  everyone  they  knew  who  had  an  agri-business 
website.  Their  brief  chats  were  helpful  and  they  got  a list 
of  useful  websites  for  further  research. 

To  learn  more  about  website  set-up  visit: 

• the  E4everything.com  website  design  centre  at 
http://www.e4everything.com/e-commerce.htm 

• Beachworks  Internet  Strategic  Marketing  Consulting 
at  http://www.beachworks.com 

• Netwebly  Guide  at  http://www.netwebly.com 

Start-up  shortcut 

A good  alternative  to  building  your  own  website  is  to 
develop  the  concept  for  what  you  want  to  do,  then 
contract  the  actual  design,  maintenance  and  hosting  of 
the  site.  You  can  still  have  your  own  web  address,  but 
you  don't  have  to  develop  expertise  in  setting  up  a 
website.  This  is  particularly  important  if  you  plan  to 
accept  payment  over  the  internet.  You  can  tie  into  those 
who  already  have  payment  servers  in  place. 


Sign  up  with  an  application  service  provider 

An  application  service  provider  (ASP)  sells  various 
internet  applications  to  its  customers.  One  possibility  is 
to  have  the  ASP  list  your  business  on  an  electronic  mall 
for  a rental  fee.  An  electronic  mall  is  like  a retail  mall  on 
the  internet.  Shoppers  can  find  many  types  of  goods  and 
services  from  many  different  businesses  on  one  website. 
A good  electronic  mall  has  a reputation  on  the  internet 
and  attracts  large  volumes  of  users  each  month. 

The  advantages  of  using  an  electronic  mall  include 
simpler  website  set-up,  ongoing  website  maintenance 
and  an  established  reputation  on  the  internet.  An  ASP 
handles  the  cheap  maintenance,  including  keeping  the 
site  up  and  making  sure  it  is  compatible  with  current 
browsers.  It  doesn't  keep  your  web  content  up  to  date, 
prices  current  or  products  listed.  You  need  to  plan  how 
you  will  maintain  these  functions. 

Example:  Peggy  was  very  busy  with  her  Saskatoon  berry 
operation,  but  she  wanted  to  try  e-commerce.  She 
signed  on  with  an  affiliate  website.  Peggy  selected  her 
affiliate  provider  based  on  the  website  set-up  it  offered. 

Typically,  electronic  malls  also  offer  customers  electronic 
price  searching.  While  this  can  be  an  effective  tool  for 
customers,  it  can  limit  the  number  of  people  visiting 
your  site  if  you  aren't  offering  the  lowest  price. 

Electronic  price  searching  makes  it  difficult  to  offer 
product/service/value  combinations  at  higher  price 
levels. 

Rating  an  electronic  mall 

Before  you  sign  up  with  an  electronic  mall  you  need  to 
do  some  shopping.  Here  is  a list  of  questions  to  ask  each 
ASP  you  contact. 

• How  much  web  space  am  I allowed  to  use? 

• What  kind  of  clients  does  this  mall  attract? 

• Are  the  clients  compatible  with  my  product? 

• How  much  traffic  does  your  mall  get? 

• Do  you  charge  a fee  to  set  up  my  business  on  the 
website? 

• Are  there  additional  charges  for  design  or  technical 
services? 

• What  is  the  monthly  fee  to  use  the  website? 

• If  I decide  to  add  extra  products  to  the  site  in  the 
future,  how  much  will  it  cost? 

• Do  you  charge  a fee  for  each  transaction?  If  so,  how 
much? 

• Is  there  an  annual  fee  for  technical  support  or 
maintenance? 

• Is  product  specific  advertising  done  for  the  mall  or  am 
I on  my  own? 

• Do  you  offer  more  than  one  e-mail  address? 


To  learn  more  about  ASPs  visit  the  following  sites: 

• Food  Processing:  The  magazine  of  Strategy,  Technology  and 
Trends  at  http://www.foodprocessing.com 

• Peace  Region  E-commerce  Project  at 
http://www.countrymarkets.com 

• CanadaShop  at  http://www.canadashop.com 

Stage  2:  Managing  e-commerce  operations 

Expanding  to  new  markets 

The  old  saying  "build  a better  mouse  trap  and  people 
will  buy  it"  takes  on  a whole  new  meaning  when 
e-commerce  is  used.  If  you  have  a product  that  excites 
local  customers,  just  imagine  what  type  of  growth  could 
take  place  if  the  whole  world  were  to  find  out  about  the 
product. 

If  you  plan  to  access  global  or  inter-provincial  markets 
you  need  to  do  more  legwork.  Being  export-ready 
means  you  need  to  find  out  about  the  language 
requirements,  export  insurance,  shipping,  trade  barriers, 
tariffs,  permits,  methods  of  payment,  corruption  and 
buyer  reliability.  If  you  plan  to  sell  processed  products  in 
the  global  marketplace  you  also  need  to  comply  with  all 
the  packaging  and  labeling  issues. 

Logistics 

Good  logistics  can  help  you  hold  onto  existing  customers 
and  gain  new  customers  through  word  of  mouth 
recommendations.  Logistics  is  an  umbrella  term  for  a 
series  of  activities  that  begins  when  a customer  orders  a 
product  or  service  through  your  agri-business  website. 
There  are  many  details  to  think  about  during  the  process 
of  providing  service  to  a customer.  Some  include  order 
taking,  delivery  and  payment. 

While  you  plan  business  operations  remember  that 
there  are  many  ways  to  handle  logistics,  and  more  are 
being  created  each  day.  You  may  decide  to  outsource 
order  processing  and  delivery  tasks  to  a company  that 
specializes  in  those  services.  If  you  do  outsource  tasks, 
be  sure  you  understand  what  level  of  service  the 
provider  will  guarantee  and  what  the  costs  will  be.  Take 
the  time  to  discuss  their  processes  for  handling  customer 
inquiries,  product  quality  and  shipping  problems.  Also, 
be  sure  to  ask  how  those  client  concerns  are  relayed  back 
to  you.  After  all,  your  reputation  is  at  risk. 

If  you  decide  to  co-ordinate  all  the  logistics  activities 
yourself,  be  aware  that  this  takes  a lot  of  time. 
E-commerce  businesses  have  more  logistics  to  deal  with 
than  a bricks  and  mortar  retail  business.  They  also  need 
to  handle  them  more  efficiently.  If  these  logistics  aren't 
handled  properly,  customers  will  abandon  e-commerce 


sales  and  head  back  to  the  shops.  A good  operations 
plan  should  be  well  researched  and  designed  to  include 
all  the  details  and  exceptions  that  might  happen  during 
a sales  transaction. 

Customer  service 

In  an  e-commerce  business,  the  way  you  respond  to 
customer  requests  and  handle  customer  issues  or 
problems  is  extremely  important.  With  the  simple  click 
of  a mouse,  a slightly  dissatisfied  customer  can  move  to 
your  competitor  who  is  located  across  the  country. 
Customer  service  begins  with  customers  asking  for 
details  about  a product.  It  continues  with  verifying  on- 
line customer  orders  and  their  method  of  payment. 

Make  it  as  easy  as  possible  for  customers  to  contact  you, 
get  the  answers  and  place  orders.  If  your  service  is 
slower  or  more  difficult  to  access  than  that  of  your 
competitors,  you  won't  enjoy  repeat  business. 

Customer  service  doesn't  end  when  the  product  is 
shipped.  There  are  many  follow-up  situations.  These  can 
include  returned  product,  product  defects  and  unhappy 
customers.  These  customers  will  want  both  your 
attention  and  fair  treatment.  Be  aware  that  Canadian 
law  is  likely  to  group  e-purchases  with  mail  order  and 
door-to-door  sales.  This  allows  the  buyer  a lengthy  time 
to  cancel  the  purchase  without  penalty. 

You  need  to  plan  for  these  events  and  have  a procedure 
in  place  for  dealing  with  scenarios  requiring  customer 
follow-up.  Even  if  you  plan  to  do  the  entire  customer 
service  function  yourself,  it  is  important  to  be  consistent. 
Develop  a detailed  customer  service  manual,  complete 
with  a variety  of  customer  service  scenarios  and  how 
each  is  to  be  handled. 

If  this  all  sounds  like  a lot  of  work  - it  is!  You  need  to 
plan  these  tasks  into  your  business  schedule  and  be 
realistic  about  the  amount  of  time  they  will  take. 
Remember,  it  is  important  to  consider  what  length  of 
time  a customer  would  think  is  acceptable  for  hearing 
back  from  your  company. 

Managing  sales  growth 

The  goal  of  every  business  is  to  increase  its  sales  over 
time.  An  increase  in  e-commerce  sales  via  your  website 
may  mean  some  changes  to  your  website  design  or 
capacity.  This  is  an  important  consideration  if  you  find 
there  are  peak  times  when  your  customers  try  to  access 
your  website.  Your  website  must  be  able  to  handle  the 
traffic. 

If  website  access  becomes  a problem,  you  will  need  to 
add  additional  service  capacity.  The  addition  of 
hardware  or  expanded  capacity  can  be  expensive.  Do 
some  research  on  the  website  design  and  capacity  when 


you  are  first  considering  e-commerce  as  you  may  need 
to  expand  in  the  future. 

Example:  Two  years  after  Jill  started  her  e-commerce 
specialty  food  basket  business,  her  volume  of  sales 
orders  had  doubled.  She  needed  to  expand  her  website 
volume  to  keep  up  with  customer  demand.  In  order  to 
keep  the  access  speed  of  the  website  acceptable,  she 
needed  to  move  her  site  to  a higher  capacity  web 
hosting  service.  This  required  an  expensive  re-draft  of 
the  website,  plus  a more  expensive  monthly  service 
charge. 

Monitor  sales.  Have  a plan  if  sales  exceed  your  ability  to 
produce  or  deliver.  Don't  get  so  busy  with  the  new 
"front  end"  of  your  business  that  you  forget  about  the 
"back  end." 

Stage  3:  Ongoing  maintenance 

Website  maintenance 

A website  needs  continual  maintenance  to  make  sure  it 
looks  fresh,  is  up-to-date,  and  features  accurate  prices 
and  product  details.  Even  if  your  product  line  changes 
infrequently,  the  website  needs  to  be  current.  Prices 
change,  models  vary  and  the  colours  offered  will  differ 
from  time  to  time.  You  may  also  want  to  consider 
including  information  on  items  that  go  out  of  stock. 
Many  customers  complain  that  they  order  products  only 
to  find  that  they  are  unavailable. 

An  out-of-date  website  is  a poor  recommendation  for 
any  company.  Similarly,  the  appearance  of  the  site  needs 
to  be  relevant  to  the  product  sold.  A brash,  "new  age" 
appearance  may  repel  customers  interested  in  old- 
fashioned  jams.  At  the  same  time,  a classic  or  traditional 
presentation  may  not  attract  trendy  customers  to  novel 
snacks. 

Managing  a website  takes  some  expertise.  For  a business, 
a website  represents  its  image  on  the  web.  A "quick-and- 
dirty"  web  page  can  tarnish  your  business  in  your 
customer's  eyes.  The  site  needs  to  be  current, 
appropriate  and  accurate. 

In  most  cases,  websites  also  need  to  have  content  that 
changes.  In  order  to  attract  people  back  to  your  site  you 
need  new  content,  new  attractions  and  some  points  of 
interest. 

Example:  Harvey's  business  produces  digital  monitors 
for  small  scale  spraying  equipment.  He  markets  them 
primarily  over  a website.  Over  time,  Harvey's  clients 
have  come  to  visit  the  site  frequently  because  he 
supplies  up-to-date  calibration  settings  for  new 
chemicals  that  come  on  the  market,  sprayer  related  farm 
news  and  seasonal  cartoons  related  to  farm  life. 


Website  monitoring 

You  need  to  know  how  effective  your  website  is  at 
attracting  customers,  selling  to  customers  and 
administering  customer  orders.  There  are  numerous 
ways  you  can  monitor  the  success  of  your  website.  These 
include  keeping  track  of: 

• the  number  of  customers  who  visit  the  website 

• the  number  of  visitors  who  make  a purchase 

• the  number  of  customer  inquiries  for  more  details  on 
products 

• how  long  a customer  stays  at  your  website 

• where  (geographically)  customer  orders  come  from 

• how  much  money  each  customer  spends  at  your 
website 

• the  type  of  demographics  your  website  is  attracting 

• how  long  it  takes  you  to  respond  to  customer 
inquiries 

Summary 


A new  channel  to  sell  products  and  services  is  worth 
thinking  about  and  researching.  To  learn  more  about 
e-commerce  you  need  to  understand  what  it  is,  how  it 
operates  and  the  advantages  and  disadvantages 
associated  with  it.  Compare  your  target  customer  with 
the  profile  of  e-commerce  customers.  Look  for  overlap. 

While  you  learn  about  e-commerce,  consider  how  your 
strengths,  weaknesses  and  business  plan  fit  with  this 
type  of  marketing.  If  you  feel  e-commerce  is  a good  fit 
for  your  agri-business,  you  need  to  further  investigate 
the  costs.  Check  the  prices  relating  to  start-up, 
operations  and  maintenance. 

Even  if  you  decide  not  to  proceed  with  an  e-commerce 
business,  the  time  you  spend  investigating  is  not  lost. 
E-commerce  can  be  used  to  gather  market  intelligence. 
You  may  also  decide  to  purchase  supplies  or  services  for 
your  business. 

For  more  information,  try  these  websites: 

• VeriSign  Internet  Trust  Services  at 
http://www.verisign.com 

• Nobil  Information  Technology  Corporation  at 
http://www.nobil.com 

• Prentice  Hall  Professional  Technical  Reference  at 

http://www.phptr.com 

• Ag  Info  Net  - Where  agriculture  means  business  at 
http://www.aginfonet.com 

• BusinessWeek  Magazine  online  at 
http://businessweek.com/ 


Glossary 

Application  service  provider  (ASP)  - An  ASP  sells  the 
service  of  setting  up  your  agri-business  name  on  its 
electronic  mall.  The  electronic  mall  lists  all  sorts  of 
products  and  services  from  any  type  of  business  that 
wishes  to  pay  for  the  rental. 

Bricks  and  mortar  operation  - A business  that  uses  over- 
the-counter  sales.  This  is  most  likely  a retail  operation,  to 
sell  goods  and  services. 

Browser  - A program  that  operates  on  your  personal 
computer.  A browser  gives  you  the  ability  to  access 
documents  on  the  World  Wide  Web. 

Business-to-business  (B2B)  - An  electronic  transaction 
between  businesses.  This  is  increasingly  done  on  the 
internet.  It  also  includes  transactions  on  private 
electronic  services.  These  transactions  may  use 
inventory  level  of  one  business  to  automatically  trigger 
shipments  from  suppliers. 

Business-to-consumer  (B2C)  - An  electronic  transaction 
between  business  and  consumers. 

Clicks  and  mortar  operation  - A business  that  combines 
an  e-commerce  website  with  an  established  physical 
sales  enterprise. 

Complex  databases  - A co-ordinated  way  of  filing 
various  types  of  information  so  it  can  be  retrieved.  A 
telephone  list  is  an  example  of  a simple  database.  A more 
complex  database  would  be  a client  information  system 
that  lists  each  component  of  a number  of  orders, 
addresses,  payment  information,  demographics  and 
other  information,  in  addition  to  the  telephone  number. 

Consumer-to-consumer  (C2C)  - This  is  consumers 
selling  to  consumers  via  e-commerce.  On-line  auctions 
of  household  goods  and  equipment  are  the  most 
common  examples. 

E-commerce  - The  selling  of  products  and  services  over 
the  internet. 

High  speed  internet  hook-ups  - A connection  to  the 
internet  that  is  designed  to  operate  at  a much  faster 
speed  than  traditional  hook-ups.  At  the  time  of  writing, 
this  definition  refers  to  connections  that  are  faster  than 
that  available  through  a 56K  modem. 

Intermediary  - A type  of  business  designed  to  link  your 
products  with  consumers.  Some  examples  of  an 
intermediary  are  wholesalers,  distributors  and  brokers. 

Internet  - A global  group  of  computer  networks  that  is 
capable  of  exchanging  information  and  connecting 
users. 


Market  intelligence  - An  understanding  of  your 
business'  strengths  and  weaknesses,  and  how  they 
compare  to  the  competition  you  face  in  the  marketplace. 

Order  processing  software  - Computer  software  that  is 
designed  to  calculate  the  totals,  taxes  and  shipping 
information  for  a particular  order. 

Payment  processing  software  - Computer  software  that 
is  used  to  authorize  or  give  instant  approval  to 
purchases  made  through  a website  with  a credit  card. 
Users  with  invalid  claims  are  declined. 

Personal  digital  assistant  - A wireless,  hand-held  device 
that  is  used  to  co-ordinate  personal  and  business 
information. 

Search  engine  - A computer  program  that  is  used  to 
co-ordinate  information  from  many  databases  found  on 
the  internet.  Users  of  a search  engine  are  more  able  to 
locate  the  information  and  websites  they  want. 

Suppliers  - A business  who  provides  goods  and  services 
needed  by  your  business. 

Website  - A series  of  computer  files  that  is  located  at  a 
specific  address  on  the  internet.  These  may  be  used  to 
create  awareness,  impart  information,  or  to  sell  products 
and  services  over  the  internet. 

Website  designer  - An  internet  professional  who  is  able 
to  develop  a series  of  computer  files  to  provide 
information  about  a company,  organization,  individual 
or  idea.  Talented  designers  are  able  to  design  websites 
that  are  easy  to  find,  eye-pleasing,  easy  to  navigate  and 
easily  understood. 

Wireless  equipment  - Electronic  devices  that  are 
designed  for  mobility.  They  do  not  require  a physical 
hook-up  to  access  the  internet  or  other  electronic 
communication  systems. 
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